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As an original and powerful luminary in looking into black souls, Gloria Naylor
has surely won herself a secure foothold in the contemporary American literary circles.
Being a clear witness of the chaotic situation in the black community, Naylor
gradually devotes herself to voicing for her fellow blacks, especially the laughs and
tears of black women. The Women of Brewster Place and The Men of Brewster Place
are respectively the debut and the latest novel of Gloria Naylor. Both books are set in
Brewster Place, a deserted, dead-end street which is totally different from the
prosperous wonderland with the accessible American Dream. Though indispensable
components of the hopeful land, black men and women gathered in the street,
lingering out a feeble existence and waiting for their dream— African American
dream, to come true. This thesis explores the African American Dream afflicted by
irreconcilable conflicts and infectious disillusionment but finally somewhat saved and
illuminated by cultural roots and community strength.
This thesis includes the Introduction, body, the Conclusion, Worked cited and
Acknowledgements. The Introduction provides some general information on Gloria
Naylor and the two related novels, theoretical ideas applied in this thesis and the
literature review. The body is composed of four chapters. Chapter One unfolds the
African American history of enslavement and misery and the African American
Dreams harbored in the blacks’ hearts. Chapter Two delineates the broken dream in
widely spread inter-racial and intra-racial conflicts. Under the double burden of
racism and sexism, it is not only impossible for the men and women in Brewster Place
to get along well with the whites in American society, but difficult for them to love
their own race and gender. Chapter Three explores the African American Dream faded
in large-scale disillusionment. People in Brewster Place are physically abused and
spiritually numb, even the street is betrayed. Chapter Four analyzes evidence for a
light of hope in realizing their dream, that is, salvation derived from Blues,














tells the secrets for the continuous vitality in the younger black generation and the
whole race.
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I wrote because I had no choice, but there was a long road from
gathering the authority within myself to believe that I could actually be a
writer. The writers I had been taught to love were either male or white...
But inside there was still the faintest whisper: Was there no one telling
my story? ... The Bluest Eye the beginning... The presence of the work...
said to a young woman, struggling to find a mirror of her worth in this
society, not only is your story worth telling but it can be told in words so
painfully eloquent that it becomes a song. (qtd. in Gates and Appiah 37)
These lines are confided by Gloria Naylor in a conversation with Toni Morrison.
Fortunate and diligent enough to finish her college studies and deeply influenced by
the prevalent feminist ideas and leading black writers then, Naylor inherits the
traditional treasures of black literature from her predecessors and steps further in
expressing a microcosm of the black female and male experience and appealing to the
black males to be effective participants in constructing a better community.
Gloria Naylor was born into a sharecropper family in 1950. Though her mother
was a telephone operator and nearly-illiterate, this firm woman loved reading and was
fully aware of the importance of knowledge and education. Before marriage, she
already required Naylor’s father to migrate to New York and to deliver children out of
the segregated South. When Naylor was thirteen, the family moved to Queens, a
middle-class community in Harlem provided with better schools and abundant
learning resources. Here, Naylor immersed herself in the ocean of books, especially
those of eminent British novelists. At the same time, she gradually developed an
increasingly deep consciousness of racism. After her mother joined the Jehovah’s
Witnesses, a denomination which preached the evil of the world and the approaching
Doomsday, Naylor’s educational course was interrupted and she also followed her















Luther King and the pessimistic atmosphere of this conservative group smashed
Naylor’s aspiration and dream. She left seven years later when she realized that things
were unexpectedly getting worse. At that moment, it was tough for Naylor to
reconstruct her values and ideas. She worked hard and continued her studies at
Brooklyn College of the City University of New York in 1981, where she was
exposed to feminism and African American literature and was educated to acquire the
essence of being a black woman. The first time Naylor read through Toni Morrison’s
The Bluest Eye when she was 27, she was shocked to understand her own situation
and was armed with the courage to tell her own story, thus launched Naylor’s literary
career. She earned her bachelor’s degree and then won herself a master’s degree in
African American Studies from Yale. Her debut novel, The Women of Brewster Place
was published in 1982 and was adapted into miniseries starring Oprah Winfrey.
Naylor always spoke for black women whose life was oppressed and rights deprived,
which is thoroughly revealed in her later novels including Linden Hills, Mama Day
and Bailey’s Cafe. In her later creating years, Naylor transferred her attention to men’s
power in rejuvenating the black community, thus, the men in her first novel appeared
again in her latest novel, The Men of Brewster Place.
Crowned as the first and the most widely-read novel of Gloria Naylor, The
Women of Brewster Place won the National Book Award in the year of its publication.
A novel composed of seven stories, it depicted seven distinct black women
temporarily or permanently sheltered in Brewster Place, a dilapidated, desperate street.
As a result of rejecting the dominant unitary notion in American society which
stereotyped the images of black men and women, Naylor created seven black women
of different personalities and backgrounds since she claimed that “one character, one
female protagonist, could not even attempt to represent a microcosm of the black
female experience” (Fowler 25). In spite of the fact that the seven women are
physically abused and abandoned and mentally tormented under the pressure of
racism, sexism and internal prejudice, they are surely real people full of vitality,
















In contrast, the male characters in this novel are mostly irresponsible, irritable
and brutal wretches. Criticism arose that Naylor has added excessive virtues to black
women while depreciating black men abominably. A large number of readers were
curious about the whereabouts of the black men in Brewster Place. Inspired by The
Million Men March in Washington D. C. in 1995, which advocated African American
men’s sense of family responsibility and promoted the positive development of the
black community, Naylor transformed the men of Brewster Place into the limelight
and put their plights and difficulties into words, thus, published The Men of Brewster
Place in 1998. In this novel about black males, Naylor explained the unspeakable
reasons for men’s misdeeds and hurts to women and their silent distress and
tribulation as victims in the white-dominated world. In this book, more
comprehensive male images are displayed such as Ben, Basil, Eugene, etc. Though
trapped in a malicious blind alley, men in Brewster Place have continuously been
trying to win recognition and respect as well as struggling to be real men.
Several related theories would be applied in this thesis. Post-colonialism serves
as an effective method that discusses, analyzes, and explains the organic relationships
between imperialism and colonialism. Native people were exploited out of their lands
and culture and consequently governed and controlled by the powerful colonizers.
Culture as a product of social conflicts reproduces fields of inequality. As two social
groups with distinctively different rights and status, Frantz Fanon claims that a binary
relation is thus constructed between them with the result that colonizers deny “all
attributes of humanity” of the colonized. Physical and mental violence are used to
push the colonized in thrall, and the dominant ideology and culture are transmitted
into their minds. Racism refers to “the unequal power relations that grow from the
sociopolitical domination of one race by another and that results in systematic
discriminatory practices” (Tyson 360). Racist ideas are spread all over the society:
“The psychological programming by which a racist society indoctrinates people of
color to believe in white superiority” (362). Therefore, servility is ingrained in the
colonized and dehumanization formed. Similarly, this typical binary opposition also















males in the intrinsic, central and essential position while females in the extrinsic,
non-central, and marginal place. Women suffer from constitutive inequality and are
downgraded to “the second sex”. The unequal concepts of sex are constructed within
the cultural community and advocated by its cultural expectations and assumption.
Men make rules and impose them on women. Gradually women take the norms and
values of patriarchy for granted, which benefits men by deepening traditional gender
roles. In The Second Sex, Beauvoir analyzes how a woman is taught to play her
pre-fixed gender role from cradle to grave. In other words, “one is not born a woman;
one becomes one” (qtd. in Moi 92). Certain invisible training is thrust on her “to
shape and direct her behavior, to define her conceptions of herself, and to constrict her
estimation of her potential” (Dobash and Dobash 77). When theorists began to raise
some doubt and denial about the stability and integrality of textual structures
emphasized by structuralism, it is revealed that “Language constitutes our world; it
doesn’t just record it or label it. Meaning is always attributed to the object or idea by
the human mind, and constructed by the expressed thought language” (Barry 42).
Similarly, the stereotyped identity and doomed fate of the colonized and the inferior
gender are not intrinsic and natural, but constituted through the overwhelming
language and culture of the colonizers and domestic masters. Later, theorists of
post-colonial feminism on the one hand criticize the ideologies and cultural hegemony
in Colonialism and Western Feminism and on the other hand put emphasis on the
diversity of colored women. Apart from the efforts made by feminists in encouraging
women’s creating career and improving women’s situation, an increasing number of
black females became aware that their experience is considered heresy which cannot
be compared with that of the mainstream feminists.
Hence, Alice Walker, a powerful black voice, established a set of theories and
ideas that are accessible and available to African American literature. In her
masterpiece, In Search of Our Mother’s Garden: Womanist Prose, she proposed the
term Womanist with the connotations including “the identity of colored feminist; the
love of human beings, especially of women and the love of life” (Guo 32). Walker’s















Okonjo Ogunyemi asserts that the “womanist vision is to answer the ultimate question
of how to equitably share powers among the races and between the sexes” (Phillips
78). She pointed out that
black womanism is a philosophy that celebrates black roots, the ideals of
black life, while giving a balanced presentation of black womandom. It
concerns itself as much with the black sexual power tussle as with the
world power structure that subjugates blacks. Its ideal is for black unity
where every black person has a modicum of power and so can be a
‘brother’ or a ‘sister’ or a ‘father’ or a ‘mother’ to the other. This
philosophy has a mandalic core: its aim is the dynamism of wholeness and
self-healing that one sees in the positive, intergrative endings of womanist
novels. (Ogunyemi 71)
What’s more, the progress and maturity of African Americans is unable to exist
alone out of traumas from various respects. Firstly, physical trauma is caused by white
oppression with the outward manifestation as deprivation of homes and permeating
violence in the colonized land. Secondly, due to the materialization of the black race,
psychological trauma, or racial melancholia, can fall on them personally and
collectively, destructive to their group consciousness. Jefferey Alexander, a sociology
professor in Yale, holds that those horrible historical incidents people suffered will
leave indelible traces in the victims’ life “with a lasting memory of the continuous
affliction” (Alexander 1). “Though this sort of trauma may not happen to every
member, it does influence the whole community” (Eyerman 2). It signifies the loss of
a group identity and the negative effect of the disintegrating social structure on the
group cohesion. After American scholar Cathy Caruth presented trauma theory in the
1990s in her Unclaimed Experience, people have been endeavoring to seek efficient
ways to heal traumas. Basically, the seriousness of trauma depends on its severity,
one’s psychological quality and the availability of spiritual support. As a matter of fact,
the last factor should be paid enough attention to since the spiritual support from the
community functions as an upward and centripetal force in dragging the traumatized















“The American Dream” has always be a recurrent theme in the numerous
researches of American literature. The Frontier Experience and the “American
Dream”: Essays on American Literature compiled by David Mogen, Mark Busby and
Bryant Paul emphasized the pioneer spirit as one of the necessities of achieving the
American Dream. “American Dream”, American Nightmare: Fiction since 1960 by
Kathryn Hume mourned the disillusionment of the American Dream. Though “the
American Dream” has be widely explored in academic researches, it should be
noticed that the theme seldom takes the dream of the ethnic groups in America into
consideration since different dreamers may have different understandings of what
means a better and richer and fuller life. “Facing up to the American Dream”: Race,
Class and the Soul of the Nation by Jenifer L. Hochschild claims that the American
Dream, “a central ideology of Americans, faces a severe challenge that [is] intricately
entwined with race” (qtd. in Jing 13). In Awakening: Rejecting the Politicization of
the African American Dream, Devon Skinner doubts the liberal policies which offer
no cure to black people and educates his fellowmen to march closer to their African
American Dream with clear minds and different perspectives. David J. Dent unfolds a
panoramic view of the African American lives in the 21st century in his In Search of
Black America: Discovering the African American Dream, which serves as a recent
investigation of the development of the African American Dream.
Gloria Naylor: Critical Perspectives Past and Present edited by Henry Louis
Gates, Jr. and K. A. Appiah includes bibliographical references of Gloria Naylor and
reviews and essays on all her works, which provides an all-sided analysis of the writer.
As for the studies related to these two novels, The Women of Brewster Place has
drawn much attention from scholars and critics at home and abroad since its
publication . One of the most prevalent criticisms is to regard this novel as a successor
of the masterpieces of African American female writers, including Toni Morrison,
Alice Walker, etc. Most of their works center on the common experience of black
women under the slaughter of racism and sexism, which throw further manifestations
in Naylor’s debut work. Barbara Christian still emphasizes the united burden of















Gloria Naylor: In Search of Sanctuary, Virginia C. Fowler analyzes in detail Naylor’s
original intention of describing the life and experience of different female characters,
that is, “to celebrate common life and common love” (Fowler 21). She also stresses
the optimistic and hopeful tone in this novel since “the setting of Naylor’s novel exists
less as a place than as a spirit in the mind of its children, which is defined by its power
to dream” (58). Furthermore, critical attention has also dwelt on questions of form and
unity for it is A Novel in Seven Stories. Other areas of critical interest include the
formal and thematic functions of the novel’s setting, the conception and presentation
of the novel’s characters, the feminist politics underlying the novel, and the relation of
the novel to earlier texts. In History of African American Literature: 1619-2010, Pang
Haonong discusses the mixture of reality and fantasy, the application of symbols and
ironies in The Women of Brewster Place. “In order to present the visionary reality in
the black community, Naylor adopted such irrational, exaggerated technique to root
the vision and absurdity in the real life of the black community, which proves the
unique charm in Naylor’s artistic creation” (Pang 314).
As for The Men of Brewster Place, it is much less noticed and studied because of
its short history of publication and contradictory expressions. A large number of
critics prefer to see it as an additional excuse for the irresponsible male images
defamed in Naylor’s first book since they are put to shame by the overall positive
characteristics of women. On the other hand, however, others assert that Naylor is
seeking for a way to establish a harmonious and balanced community when exploring
the silent sufferings of black men and gathering men’s power in the accomplishment
of their common dream. Pang points out in his book that The Men of Brewster Place
serves as a response to the 1995 Million Men March in Washington D. C. Millions of
African Americans paraded the street and appealed to black males in America to get
rid of drugs and violence, to work hard, to return to the family, to be good citizens,
good fathers and good brothers. This event aims to eliminate the bad impression of
black men and to promote the benign development of the black community. Therefore,
The Men of Brewster Place has been considered as a comprehensive description of
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